Recent advances are elucidating the mechanisms by which cells communicate with the surrounding matrix. Cells have specific receptors for matrix proteins. A number of intracellular molecules with signalling functions aggregate at specialised focal adhesion points and facilitate transfer of information both into and out of cells. The importance of these signalling processes to cell biology makes it likely that manipulation ofthese processes will allow innovative therapeutic approaches to lung disease. (Thorax 1996;51:956-958) 
Some years ago a student of pulmonary physiology might have assumed that lung cells and their surrounding matrix served primarily structural and mechanical roles. Recent advances have shown that lung cells interact with extracellular matrix in dynamic relationships. The cell/matrix interaction is a two way street in that cells both influence and derive information from the matrix.' ' The complexity of cell/matrix interactions suggests that there are many potential therapeutic interventions. The convergence of growth factor and integrin mediated signalling pathways leads to the idea that modulation of integrin mediated signalling could modulate cellular proliferation and differentiation. Enhanced proliferation and differentiation of epithelial cells might provide an escape from cycles of chronic damage and dysfunction of the epithelium in chronic bronchitis and asthma. Since matrix derived signals are important as regulatory signals for matrix production, alteration of specific integrin function could alter matrix production during fibrotic processes.
The effects of inhibitors of integrin function are being explored in several clinical settings. The idea that blocking integrin function could be clinically useful is supported by teleology. Viper venoms contain platelet integrin inhibitory proteins known as disintegrins.'°Based on the knowledge of specific peptide sequences in matrix proteins which bind to integrins, soluble peptides have been designed which block specific integrin function and have been used in vivo. A cyclical peptide which inhibits function of the 033 integrin causes regression of tumour metastases in animal models. 1 " Integrin blocking peptides have also been used to inhibit coronary arteriopathy in animal models. 12
Conclusion
More than just a scaffold to which cells adhere, extracellular matrix is a complex environment that has dynamic relationships with cells. Understanding these relationships and how information is transmitted back and forth from cells should allow us a greater understanding of repair and fibrosis in the lung. Agents which alter the function of specific matrix receptors are already being developed. We are at the cusp of an exciting era in which new therapeutic agents directed at cell/matrix interactions will permit new approaches to lung disease.
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